Prior work has found that people occasionally seek useless information, a violation of strict rationality. The present work examined whether and why curiosity can also cause individuals to seek predictably harmful information. In four studies, participants were given the opportunity to gain knowledge of questionable personal value. In each case, participants focused on their curiosity about the information and underweighted its consequences. As a result, participants tended to seek knowledge that they themselves believed they would be better off without. Consistent with Loewenstein's (1996) analysis of visceral factors in decision making, these effects diminished with a time delay and when deciding whether to expose someone else to unpleasant information. These results shed light on a common yet paradoxical aspect of human nature that presents a counterpoint to traditional hedonistic models of human motivation.
In his "confessions," Saint Augustine described a friend named Alypius who, though "utterly opposed to and detesting" gladiatorial shows, was nevertheless persuaded one day to visit a coliseum. Although determined to keep his eyes closed throughout the contest, upon hearing the cries of the audience at the brutal killing of one of the gladiators he was overcome with curiosity. Alypius opened his eyes, and in so doing "was struck with a deeper wound in his soul than the other…on whose fall that mighty clamor was raised" (St. Augustine, 1943) .
What is paradoxical about the story of Alypius is not merely that he was harmed by his actions. After all, knowledge typically helps more than it hurts and individuals can hardly be expected to perfectly predict the exceptions. Instead, what is paradoxical about Alypius' fate-and, for that matter, that of Pandora, Eve and (in case Christians did not get the hint) Lot's wife-was that it was voluntary. In his writings, Saint Augustine makes it clear that Alypius opened his eyes despite believing that he would be better off not doing so.
We suspect that the story of Alypius rings true for most people. Who has not at one time or another insisted that the bearer of bad tidings-a doctor, a family member or an uninterested date-"give it to us straight" without "sugar-coating" it, only to find that the truth can be a "bitter pill to swallow?" To be sure, such pursuits are occasionally premised on the hope that the information will turn out to be less dire than it appears. A suitor may insist on knowing a seemingly uninterested lover's true feelings, for instance, in part because he or she hopes that they will turn out to be more favorable than otherwise suggested. As well, there are clearly other occasions in which individuals expose themselves to unpleasant information because the perceived benefits outweigh the Unwanted Information 4 perceived costs. Few individuals want to believe that they have cancer or HIV, for instance, but most are willing to live with that knowledge if it grants the opportunity to extend their life (Dawson, Savitsky, & Dunning, 2006) . Similarly, a suitor may be willing to suffer the short-term devastation associated with learning a love interest's true feelings (or lack thereof) if it means learning a valuable life lesson.
But there are also other occasions, we offer, in which individuals seek knowledge that they believe has no foreseeable benefit-knowledge that, as in the case of Alypius, they believe will cause them more harm than good. Indeed, this is precisely the contention of Weiner (1986) and Loewenstein (1994) , both of whom have argued that curiosity can cause individuals to seek information that they know they are better off without.
And yet, for all its intuitive appeal among psychologists, philosophers and laypeople alike, there are no data that actually support this notion. Quite the contrary:
individuals are notorious for their tendency to seek information that they want to hear more than information they do not (Brickman & Bulman, 1977; Greenwald, 1980; Kunda, 1990; Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & LaPrelle, 1985; Taylor & Lobel, 1989; Wood, 1989) . The notion that people voluntarily expose themselves to information that they believe will cause more harm than good seems to contradict these findings, as well as the motivational processes thought to underlie them.
Nevertheless, there are a handful of studies that on the surface at least appear to support our thesis. Tversky and Shafir (1992; see also Bastardi & Shafir, 1998; Baron, Beattie, & Hershey, 1988) , for instance, documented a number of instances in which decision makers postpone decisions until they gather irrelevant information. For
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instance, an individual might postpone purchasing a trip to Hawaii until after discovering the result of an important exam, despite the fact that he or she would take the trip regardless of the test outcome. To the extent that knowledge acquisition is costly, these examples could be construed as evidence of the pursuit of knowledge that causes more harm than good.
What is unclear from these studies, however, is whether participants knowingly pursued information that was of little or no value. Rather, as Tversky & Shafir (1992) argued, the information was likely perceived as instrumental. When deciding whether to purchase a ticket to Hawaii, for instance, it seems as if knowing whether one has passed or failed a major exam would be useful. As such, this research does not necessarily show that people seek information that they think they are better off not pursuing.
More recent research is perhaps clearer in this matter. Van Dijk and Zeelenberg (2007) and Shani (2007) report a series of studies in which participants earned a certain amount of money and were then offered the opportunity to learn how much money they would have earned had they behaved differently. In some cases, the counterfactual outcome was either probably or (in one case) certainly superior to the factual one.
Learning that one has lost money is presumably unpleasant, yet despite this fact, participants tended to show at least some interest in learning just how much better off they would have been. However, the fact that there was uncertainty about either whether or by how much participants would have been better off raises the possibility that there may have been a silver lining to knowledge, namely, that although one has lost money, one hasn't lost as much money as one could have. As such, these studies also do not
Unwanted Information 6 necessarily show that people seek information that they believe they are better off without.
The present work was designed to document and explain this paradoxical phenomenon. We conducted three studies in which we contrasted participants'
knowledge-seeking behavior with their own assessment of whether learning the information would cause them more harm than good. This operationalization allowed us to establish whether people seek information that they themselves believe they are better off without, as opposed to information that merely turns out to be unpleasant. This operationalization also made it possible to examine this paradoxical behavior ethically without actually having to expose people to harmful information.
Along the way, we also documented one source of this phenomenon. We reasoned that when deciding whether to seek knowledge, people tend to focus not on the long-term consequences of gaining the knowledge-that is, the overall utility of learning the information-but rather on their short-term curiosity about the information. Although inconsistent with rational models of human behavior, this prediction follows from the tendency described by Loewenstein and his colleagues for "hot" visceral factors to overwhelm "cold" non-visceral factors in judgment and decision making (Loewenstein, Weber, Hsee, & Welch, 2001 In Study 4, we examined yet another moderator that follows from the visceralfactors account, and in doing so, examined one of its more peculiar properties. Whereas one's own visceral factors tend to have a large and sometimes overwhelming influence on judgment and decision making, the visceral factors experienced by others tend to have a much smaller influence (Loewenstein, 1996) . Whereas one's own cravings for a cigarette can cause one to light up despite one's sincere desire to quit, the cravings of others have much less influence on behavior (or would have, if only smokers were willing or able to leave the decision to smoke to someone else). Applied to curiosity, this suggests that individuals ought to be much less likely to expose others to unwanted information than they are to expose themselves to the same information.
Study 1
Contrary to the popular image portrayed in novels, films and television, most private investigators neither solve murders nor drive Ferraris (although several, we have discovered, wear mustaches). Instead, a far more common activity is the decidedly unglamorous task of spying on individuals suspected of infidelity (Midwestern Detective Agency, personal communication, February 4, 2004) . Once the evidence is obtained Unwanted Information 8
(typically a photograph of the suspect engaged in an incriminating act), the client (typically the spouse of said suspect) is given a report by the investigator. He or she then must decide whether to view the incriminating photograph(s).
What is the individual to do? The answer, of course, depends on the value of the information. And it is not unreasonable to suggest that there is value inherent in discovering a spouse's infidelity and perhaps even value to discovering some of the lurid details. But note that most, if not all, of this information can be gleaned from the private eye's written report. Actually viewing a photograph of the act is unlikely to convey any additional benefit. The long-term hedonic impact of such a viewing, in contrast, is far easier to guess: anger, disgust and humiliation, the likes of which we suspect the momentary satisfaction of one's curiosity is unlikely to match. As such, from a purely rational standpoint, one might expect individuals in this unfortunate situation to forgo the opportunity to view the photographs.
We suspect, however, that this is not what most people put in this situation would do. As in the case of Alypius, we suspect that most people would choose to view the photographs, despite knowing full well that they might be better off forgoing that opportunity. The present study was designed to test this hypothesis.
Method
Participants. Thirty private investigators were interviewed over the telephone on a volunteer basis. They were sampled randomly from a list obtained on the Internet.
Procedure. Participants were told that the researchers were conducting a survey of private investigators and the work they do. Those who agreed to participate were then asked two questions: (1) "When you obtain incriminating photos on infidelity cases, what
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percentage of the time do your clients choose to see the photographs?" and (2) "When you obtain incriminating photos on infidelity cases, what percentage of the time would your clients be worse off if they saw the photos?" The order in which these two questions were asked was counterbalanced. Once the questions were answered, the investigators were thanked and debriefed.
Results and Discussion
According to the private investigators surveyed, an average of 92% of their clients chose to view the photographs of their spouse engaged in an act of infidelity, with the remaining 8% electing not to view the photographs. Although a low figure, note that it is hardly paradoxical if, for instance, only a small minority (8% or fewer, to be exact) of the clients would be worse off for seeing the photos. This did not seem to be the case.
According to the investigators, an average of 33% of their clients would be worse off for seeing the photos, a figure that was significantly larger than the 8% one would expect if their clients were behaving rationally, F(1,29) = 15.18, p < .001, η 2 = .34.
1
There are, however, at least two limitations of this study. First, the accuracy with which private investigators answered the questions is unclear. The choice dependent measure is limited by memory and the outcome dependent measure is limited by the investigators' intuitions. Second, even if the clients did seek information that they were better off without, it is unclear whether they did so knowingly. After all, although the private investigators may (or may not) know whether the information causes their clients more or less harm than good, their clients may not. Study 2 was designed in part to overcome these limitations.
Study 2
Participants in Study 2 were given the opportunity to eavesdrop on a group of individuals ostensibly talking about them behind their back. Half of participants were led to believe that the conversation was flattering and complimentary, and others, insulting and derogatory. We then measured (1) participants' expected outcome of learning the information and (2) their curiosity about it. We expected that despite a considerable difference in the self-reported utility of the information, participants would underweight this difference and instead focus on their curiosity about the information. As a consequence, we expected participants in the ridicule condition to choose to learn information they believed they would be better off not knowing.
Method
Participants. Fifty-nine students (33 women) enrolled in an introductory course in psychology received partial course credit for their participation.
Procedure. Participants were recruited in groups of 3 to 5. The experimenter began by explaining that the study would take place in two phases. Phase 1 would involve making a series of preference judgments in private and Phase 2 would ostensibly be a group discussion about those preferences. Each participant was then escorted to a separate room in which they completed a questionnaire asking for their personal preferences on a number of categories (e.g., food, cars, music, sports).
Once this phase of the study was finished, the experimenter collected each participant's completed preference questionnaire. After a lengthy delay, the experimenter returned, explaining that the rest of the group had just engaged in a group discussion about the participant's preferences. Specifically, participants were told that the group had been instructed to focus either on their positive characteristics and be flattering or to Unwanted Information 11 focus on their negative characteristics and be insulting, with the entire conversation ostensibly recorded for future analysis. Participants were further told that because of an ethics requirement, each participant had the option of having a typed transcript of the conversation mailed to them. In actuality, no conversation took place and thus the transcript was fictitious.
At this point in the experiment, all three dependent measures were collected, each under the guise of a post-experimental ethics survey. In addition to deciding whether to receive the transcript on a dichotomous scale (the choice measure), participants rated the expected outcome of receiving the information on a scale from -5 (more harm than good)
to +5 (more good than harm), with the midpoint of the scale (0) labeled "neither." They also rated how curious they were about the information on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very).
Once the experiment was complete, all participants were probed for suspicion, debriefed and thanked.
Results & Discussion
No participant voiced any suspicion about whether the conversation actually took place or that the "ethics survey" was actually part of the study.
Our first set of analyses focused on the between-participants differences in expected outcome and curiosity. As expected, participants thought that receiving the transcript would produce a considerably more negative outcome if it contained ridicule (M = 0.63) than if it contained flattery (M = 2.55), F(1,57) = 7.85, p = .007, η 2 = .12.
There was no difference found or predicted in participants curiosity about the information contained in the transcript, however. As expected, participants were extremely curious
Unwanted Information 12 about the contents of the transcript and this was equally true if it contained compliments (M = 7.86) or criticisms (M = 7.53), F(1,57) < 1, ns. In other words, whereas the experimental manipulation strongly influenced participants' expected outcome of learning the information, it had no influence on their self-reported curiosity about the information.
How did this difference in the expected outcome of learning the information influence participants' information-seeking behavior? As Table 1 shows, 93% of participants in the flattery condition chose to receive the transcript, a figure that was statistically indistinguishable from the 87% who did so in the ridicule condition, X 2 < 1,
ns. This was true despite the fact that a larger proportion of participants in the ridicule condition than in the flattery condition said learning the information would cause more harm than good, X 2 = 7.39, p < .01.
Did this behavior translate into a tendency for participants in the ridicule condition to seek unwanted information? To find out, we compared the proportion of individuals who refused the information with the proportion of individuals who thought it would cause more harm than good in a X 2 test of independence. As predicted, we observed a significant interaction, indicating that participants in the ridicule condition tended to seek unwanted information, X 2 = 4.68, p < .05. We observed no such tendency among individuals in the flattery condition, X 2 < 1, ns.
Further evidence of the differential weight placed on curiosity versus expected outcome is provided by a regression analysis in which we predicted choice from participants' ratings of their curiosity about, and the expected outcome of learning, the information contained in the transcript. As predicted, whereas curiosity was a strong and Unwanted Information 13 reliable predictor of choice, β = .50, p < .001, expected outcome was neither, β = 0.14, p = .208.
Taken together, the results of Study 2 extend the results of Study 1 to a different domain and in a manner immune to the primary alternative interpretations of that study.
Of particular importance is the fact that the participants themselves rated the expected outcome of learning the information, thus providing the first evidence of which we are aware of the tendency to seek information that one believes will cause more harm than good.
One notable aspect of Study 2 was that the tendency of individuals to seek unwanted information, although statistically significant, was rather small. One clue as to why may be the manner in which participants ostensibly were to learn the information.
Rather than offering participants the opportunity to receive the transcript immediately, credulity required that the typed transcript would not be available until after some delay.
As it turns out, this subtle detail likely had a profound (but from our visceral factors account, perfectly predictable) impact on behavior, one we examine next in Study 3.
Study 3
Study 3 was designed to explore a potential moderator of the tendency to seek unwanted information, and in doing so, further test our visceral-factors account of it.
That moderator was time. One hallmark of visceral factors is that they are fleeting, as is their influence on judgment and decision making (Loewenstein, 1994 (Loewenstein, , 1996 . For instance, whereas hunger or sexual desire can dramatically increase the desirability of immediate food or sex, it has much less influence on the desirability of future food or sex.
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The same, we offer, is true of curiosity and its influence on the desirability of knowledge. If people focus more on their curiosity about information and underweight the overall impact of learning the information, then merely introducing a delay between one's decision to obtain the information and the moment the information will become available ought to reduce the tendency to seek unwanted information-even if it has no influence on the self-reported expected outcome of learning the information. Study 3 was designed to test this hypothesis.
Method
Participants. Ninety-two students (51 women) enrolled in an introductory course in psychology received partial course credit for their participation.
Procedure. Participants completed a questionnaire in which the following hypothetical scenario was described:
Imagine that your significant other used to be very promiscuous before dating you, but that you don't know this. Imagine further that you have the unusual option of choosing whether to know-or not know-this information by ingesting a magic pill. If you choose to take the magic pill, the knowledge that your significant other used to be very promiscuous before dating you will instantly become known to you (along with all of the specific details), but if you do not take the magic pill you will remain forever unaware of this fact.
Participants then indicated on a dichotomous scale whether they would take the pill and rated the expected outcome of doing so along the same scale used to measure expected outcome in Study 2. Participants also indicated how much their curiosity about the Unwanted Information 15 information would be satisfied by taking the pill on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very much).
Participants then answered each of these questions again, only this time, instead of the effects of the pill being felt immediately, participants were asked to imagine that the effects would not be felt for exactly 10 months. The actual order in which the two versions of the scenario (instantly versus 10-month delay) were presented was counterbalanced across participants.
Results & Discussion
Our first set of analyses concerned the between-conditions differences in curiosity and expected outcome. As predicted, participants thought that taking the pill would satisfy their curiosity more if its effects were immediate than if they were delayed, Ms = 7.29 vs. 6.47, respectively, F(1,91) = 13.13, p < .001, η 2 = .13. There was no difference found (or predicted) in participants' expected outcome of learning the information, however. The outcome of learning the information was expected to be equally negative regardless of whether it would be known immediately (M = -2.25) or after a 10-month delay (M = -2.32), F(1,91) < 1, ns.
How did these differences (and non-differences) translate into behavior? As predicted, more participants reported that they would take the pill when its effects were immediate (49%) than when they were delayed (33%), X 2 = 5.06, p < .05, despite the fact that participants' expected outcome of learning the information was constant across conditions. Comparing these patterns of choice with the proportion of individuals who felt that learning the information would cause more harm than good revealed that participants in the immediate condition showed a reliable tendency to seek out what they believed they were better off not knowing, X 2 = 12.29, p < .001. As Table 2 shows, however, this tendency disappeared in the delay condition, X 2 = 3.37, ns.
Follow-up analyses revealed that this difference in choice was mediated by curiosity (but not expected outcome). Because of our within-participants design, we used the procedure outlined by Judd, Kenny, & McClelland (2001) . For readers unfamiliar with this procedure, the first step is to establish that the independent variable (the delay manipulation) is significantly related to both the proposed mediator(s) and the dependent variable. As already mentioned, this was the case for curiosity but not expected outcome, thus ruling out the latter as a mediator. The next step is to establish that the proposed mediator (curiosity) is significantly related to the dependent variable. Here, too, this was the case, β = .20, p = .006. The final step involves predicting the between-conditions difference in the dependent variable from the between-conditions difference in the proposed mediator. A significant relationship provides evidence of mediation, which is precisely what we found, β = .30, p = .004. Taken together, these data suggest that the influence of the delay on choice was mediated by curiosity (but not expected outcome), consistent with our visceral-factors account.
Study 4
One interesting aspect of negative information is that we seem less inclined to expose others to it (at least others of whom we are fond) than to expose ourselves to the same knowledge. Who has not at one point or another kept a friend, colleague or loved one in the dark about some unpleasant personal information-be it a bad tie, bad breath or ineffective lovemaking technique (see Tesser, 1970, 1972 , for other examples)-despite the fact that we ourselves might insist that we be told immediately in the event (unlikely as it may be) that such feedback apply to us? Such informal observations suggest that the targets of unpleasant information and the gatekeepers of such information tend to come to very different opinions about whether the information should be passed on.
The present visceral-factors analysis may help explain why. As a general rule, visceral factors experienced by others tend to have a much smaller influence on one's behavior than do one's own visceral factors (Loewenstein, 1996) . To the extent that our visceral analysis of curiosity is correct, this suggests that individuals ought to be less likely to expose others to unwanted information than they are to expose themselves to the same information. Importantly, this should be true not necessarily because of any difference in the expected outcome of learning the information for the self or others, nor necessarily because of any difference in the target's presumed curiosity about it. Rather, the difference ought to be due to differences in the extent to which curiosity and expected outcome are weighted for the self versus others. Study 4 was designed to test this prediction.
Method
Participants. Eighty-four students (41 women) enrolled in an introductory course in psychology received partial course credit in exchange for their participation.
Procedure. Participants completed a questionnaire in which 10 undesirable hypothetical "facts" were presented (see Table 3 ). Half of the participants were asked to imagine that the information pertained to them (e.g., "your significant other used to be very promiscuous"), and the other half imagined that the information pertained to a specific friend (e.g., "your friend's significant other used to be very promiscuous"). To ensure that participants in the latter condition had a specific individual in mind, participants were asked to write the individual's initials at the beginning of the questionnaire.
Participants' job, they were told, was to decide whether or not to expose the target to the information and also whether doing so would cause more good than harm or more harm than good for the target (both on a dichotomous scale). Participants went on to indicate how curious they would be (or how curious their friend would be) about each piece of information on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very).
Results and Discussion
The responses of participants in the self condition enable a test of whether the results of the previous studies conceptually replicated. They did. Although an average of 7.28 (73%) of the facts were deemed to cause more harm than good, participants avoided only 3.10 (31%) of them, F(1,38) = 101.22, p < .001, η 2 = .73. In fact, as Table 3 shows, this difference was reliable for 8 out of the 10 individual items.
Was this tendency reduced when participants were deciding the fate of someone else? To find out, we submitted the ratings to a 2 (target: self versus other) X 2 (rating:
choice versus expected outcome) mixed-model analysis of variance (ANOVA), with the first variable as a between-participants factor and the second variable as a withinparticipants factor. As predicted, we observed a significant interaction, F(1,82) = 5.14, p = .026, η 2 = .06. As Table 4 shows, participants were less likely to submit someone else to information that they thought would cause more harm than good than to submit themselves to the same information. Importantly, as Table 4 also shows, this was true not because of any difference in the expected outcome of learning the information, F < 1, ns, but rather because of a difference in the amount of information sought, F(1,82) = 10.63, p = .002, η 2 = .12.
What caused this self-other difference? Our thesis is that when deciding for oneself, curiosity dominates, whereas when deciding for someone else, a more sober integration of the consequences of learning the information is possible. We tested this hypothesis by first computing two partial correlation coefficients for each participant: one predicting choice across the 10 pieces of information from participants' self-rated expected outcome of learning the information, holding constant curiosity, and the other with those predictors reversed. We then compared these correlations in a 2 (condition:
self vs. other) X 2 (predictor: expected outcome vs. curiosity) mixed-model ANOVA, with the first variable as a between-participants factor and the second variable as a within-participants factor. 2 This analysis revealed only an interaction, F(1,81) = 6.03, p = .016, η 2 = .069. As Table 5 shows, whereas participants deciding their own fate focused primarily on their curiosity about the information, participants deciding on the fate of someone else instead focused primarily on the consequences of learning the information.
In summary, we found that participants were less likely to expose someone else to unwanted information than to expose themselves to the same information. Importantly, this was true despite the fact that there was no difference in either the presumed curiosity or the expected outcome of learning the information: Whether deciding the fate of someone else or oneself, the information was seen as equally tantalizing-and equally devastating (all ps > .50). Where there was a difference, in contrast, was in the relative weight placed on that titillation and devastation. Whereas participants deciding the fate Unwanted Information 20 of someone else focused on the consequences of learning the information, participants deciding the fate of themselves focused more on their curiosity about the information. As a result, the tendency to seek unwanted information was reduced when individuals were designing the fate of someone else.
General Discussion
When do people seek information? According to a rational-choice analysis of behavior, the answer is clear: only when doing so conveys tangible benefits, such as allowing one to make a more informed decision (Asch, Patton, & Hershey, 1990; Laffont, 1989 ).
The results presented here, however, seriously challenge that assumption. In three studies, participants not only tended to seek information that was of questionable value, as has been shown in prior work (e.g., Baron et al., 1988; Bastardi & Shafir, 1998; Tversky & Shafir, 1992) , but sought information that they themselves believed to be of negative value. This was true regardless of whether that information was hypothetical (Studies 3 and 4) or real (Studies 1 and 2) and regardless of whether the expected outcome was ascertained by an observer (Study 1) or the decision maker him-or herself (Studies 2 through 4). As in the case of Alypius, participants chose to learn what they themselves thought they were better off not knowing.
The results also shed light on one source of this paradox. We reasoned that curiosity, like other visceral factors, focuses attention on that which will satisfy the craving, at the expense of higher-order goals such as maximizing one's expected outcomes (Loewenstein, 1996) . Consistent with this explanation, we found that whereas manipulations of curiosity had a strong influence on information-seeking behavior (Study Unwanted Information 21 3), manipulations of expected outcomes had no measurable influence (Study 2). This was true despite the fact that it is expected outcomes, not curiosity, that is presumably of greater consequence. Nevertheless, participants were far more sensitive to curiosity than they were to expected outcomes-at least when deciding their own fate.
The results also shed light on two moderators of this paradoxical behavior. First, we found that introducing a delay between choice and the satisfaction of curiosity enabled a more sober consideration of higher-order goals, consistent with work on other visceral factors (Loewenstein, 1996) . As a result, participants were less likely to subject themselves to unwanted information if the acquisition of the information would be delayed (Study 3)-an effect that was mediated by curiosity (but not expected outcomes).
Second, we found that whereas curiosity dominated the decision of whether to expose oneself to unwanted information, the perceived curiosity of someone else was much less a factor (Study 4). As a result, participants were less likely to expose someone else to unwanted information than to expose themselves to the same information.
Although these results are consistent with the work of Loewenstein and his colleagues, they appear inconsistent (at least on the surface) with other published findings. For instance, numerous health researchers have noted the occasional reluctance among medical patients to obtain diagnostic tests for disorders such as HIV/AIDS (Lyter, Valdiserri, Kingsley, Amoroso, & Rinaldo, 1987) or cancer (Eaker, Adami, & Sparen, 2001; Weitzman, Zapka, Estabrook, & Goins, 2001) . To the extent that knowing one has these diseases is more useful than not, this pattern would appear to contradict the results presented in this manuscript. That said, never has the tendency to seek out (or avoid)
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information. It may very well be, for example, that the proportion of individuals who avoid such tests is dwarfed by the proportion of individuals who believe that it is a good idea to avoid them, consistent with our account.
On Rationality and Adaptiveness
Although voluntarily exposing oneself to that which one believes one would be better off without would appear irrational, several caveats are in order. First, note that although participants believed that learning the information they sought would have negative outcomes, they may have been wrong. For instance, although participants in Study 2 reported that the litany of curses aimed at them would be better left unknown, it is entirely possible that such information may actually have been less harmful than participants' may have anticipated. Among other things, the pain potentially caused by the knowledge would likely dissipate more quickly than participants would expect (Wilson & Gilbert, 2003) . A similar argument could be made for each of the other unpleasant pieces of information examined in this research, such as those listed in Table   3 . Although irrelevant from the standpoint of our thesis, which exclusively concerns the pursuit of information perceived by the individual to be damaging, it is centrally relevant for those interested in the adaptiveness and (depending on whether one prefers the dictionary's version of the word or the one favored by decision scientists) rationality of the behavior.
On the one hand, we believe that it is entirely possible that participants may have underestimated the long-term consequences of some of the information examined in this research, particularly self-relevant information. Consider Study 2. Few punishments are of greater long-term consequence than banishment from the group, particularly in our Unwanted Information 23 not-too-distant evolutionary past in which ostracism meant near-certain death (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Williams, 1997) . As such, the momentary pain associated with reading a transcript of one's faults, for instance-especially given the counterintuitively short duration of that pain (Wilson & Gilbert, 2003) -might be offset in the long term if it enables one to change one's behavior to better fit group norms and expectations (see Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995 , for a similar argument regarding the tradeoffs associated with threatened self-esteem and social status sensitivity).
On the other hand, there is reason to doubt this interpretation. First, note that the tendency to seek unwanted information was not unique to status-related information, nor did it even appear to covary with this dimension. The largest effect in Table 3, for instance, occurred for the hypothetical fact "One of your best friends from childhood died," which presumably is irrelevant with respect to social status. In fact, we suspect that if anything, participants tended to underestimate the negative outcomes of learning the information in our studies. For instance, whereas 49% of participants believed that the knowledge of a dead classmate would cause more harm than good, we would not be surprised if the actual figure was much higher. In short, we agree with Loewenstein (1994 Loewenstein ( , 1996 that as a general rule, excessive attention to visceral factors in general, and curiosity in particular, has a tendency to disappoint.
That said, we do not doubt that the underlying processes that produce the behaviors we have documented in this research may be adaptive. Quite the contrary.
The heuristic value of seeking knowledge with little regard to the consequences of doing so can hardly be faulted in light of the fact that information helps far more often than it Unwanted Information 24 hurts. In short, although the behavior examined in this research may be irrational, it would be misleading-and, we suspect, incorrect-to conclude that it is generally maladaptive.
Limitations
One limitation of the present work concerns the hypothetical nature of several of the studies. Rather than actually presenting individuals with a real decision, participants in Studies 3 and 4 merely guessed how they would behave in such a situation. What is more, note that the situations in which participants imagined themselves in these studies
were not only hypothetical, but fantastical. After all, participants were told to imagine that an event was true and then decide whether to know the information. Except in the world of The Matrix, one cannot decide whether to know what one already knows.
That said, we feel that if anything, this is a conservative feature of the research.
Note that by soliciting choice hypothetically, there is little accountability for a bad decision, allowing participants free rein to custom tailor their responses in the interest of social desirability, demand characteristics, and so on. Now consider that observation in light of the fact that in each of our hypothetical studies there was an obvious "right answer." It is irrational to seek what one believes one would be better off without (and vice versa), a fact that informal observation suggests was readily appreciated by participants. Given the well-documented motive of study participants to appear rational, this presumably would have diminished, rather than enhanced, our results.
Implications
One implication of these results concerns the self-other difference we observed in Study 4. Recall that whereas participants were more than willing to expose themselves to Unwanted Information 25 unwanted information, they were less likely to expose a friend to the same information.
If informal observation is any indication, this self-other difference can occasionally lead to interpersonal discord. We resent it when we are kept in the dark, despite the fact that when one's role is switched, we tend to keep others in the dark (as Study 4 showed). The irony, of course, is that not only do our "gatekeepers" have our best interests at heart, but they may even be in a better position to decide what we are best off not knowing. 
